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File Ref: LP/03/413786   

13 October 2009 

David Green 

Land Use Planning Manager

Wollongong City Council

Locked Bag 8821  

Wollongong  NSW  2500 

Dear Mr Green,     
RE: Submission to Wollongong City Council on the Draft Review of 7(d) Hacking River Environmental Protection Zone at Helensburgh

[In response, please quote File Ref: LP/03/413786]

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the Draft Review of the 7(d) Hacking River Environmental Protection zone in the vicinity of Helensburgh, Otford and Stanwell Tops. The study recommends much of the land, particularly privately owned land (currently unable to permit a dwelling due to lot size restrictions and/or zoning), now be zoned to permit dwelling development.
 It is understood that there is a long and complex history associated with the land. This includes the Helensburgh Commission of Inquiry undertaken in 1994 at the request of the then Minister for Planning and Housing. The Commission was asked to determine appropriate future land uses for the locality after numerous conflicting reports were received in relation to the localities natural environmental features and its urban capabilities. The outcome of the enquiry was essentially that the existing conservation zonings be retained. The Commissioner recommended that no further urban development could be considered until various detailed studies were undertaken in light of the environmental sensitivity of the area. 

The Commission concluded that the majority of the area was to be zoned for environmental conservation due to the existence of endangered flora and fauna; the presence of steep slopes associated with advanced erosion and sedimentation of the Port Hacking River; the sensitive water quality of the Port Hacking River, particularly given that existing stormwater management measures were inadequate; and the high likelihood of bushfire activity.

As such, the desktop review undertaken by Willana Associates of the 7(d) Hacking River Environmental Protection Zone is considered to be premature. It is understood that the study is intended to inform a revised planning framework for the area subject to public exhibition and specific site studies. However, these studies and more importantly the studies recommended by the Helensburgh Commission of Inquiry in 1994 have not yet been undertaken. As such, there is insufficient information to make any preliminary recommendations in relation to the future use of the land.

The necessary studies include both immediate (or short term studies) as well as long term studies of the following key issues:

·   Existing water quality, water quality impacts and environmental impacts; 

·   Cumulative impacts of development; 

·   Impacts of flora and fauna habitat loss; 

·   Testing and proving water quality control mechanisms (pond/ wetland proposals); 

· Fauna Impact Statements of rare and endangered fauna, particularly assessing potential impacts on the Sooty Owl; 

·   Analysis of impacts upon wildlife corridors from various land uses and buffer areas (especially urban development and bush fire reduction areas). 

Since the Commission of Inquiry in 1994, there has been very little action undertaken by Wollongong City Council or other government authorities to address the concerns raised by the Commissioner with regard to impacts on water quality and biodiversity in the Helensburgh area. The desk top study commissioned by Wollongong City Council as part of the current rezoning proposal provides only a very broad environmental assessment of the study area. It is considered that the study provides insufficient information to make a proper and informed decision about the future use of the lands in Helensburgh with any confidence. It does not respond to the concerns raised by the Commission of Inquiry. As a result a precautionary approach must be taken. 

Sutherland Shire Council has a direct interest in the land use activity at Helensburgh due to the down stream environmental impacts. Inappropriate development will lead to increased nutrient and sediment inputs into the Hacking River. This is in conflict with the need to protect and conserve the diverse and unique natural areas of the Royal National Park, Port Hacking and linked bushland. These natural areas are major tourist destinations for the region and provide a central biodiversity link into the urban areas of Sutherland Shire, as reinforced by Council’s Greenweb strategy. 

The Hacking River is a Class P: Protected Waterway. Maintaining its integrity is vitally important. Of major concern to Sutherland Shire Council is the impact on water quality and the wildlife corridor from development within the Herbert Creek, Gardiners Creek, Kellys / Gills Creek and Camp Creek catchments. 

Core issues that remain relevant (as identified in the 1994 commission of inquiry and Sutherland Council’s submission to the Commission) include the: 

· Very high erodibility of soils in the area (Pedon Consultants 1994) and potential heightened source of sediment into the headwater creeks;

· Removal of vegetation for urban and non urban activity contributing to erosion and high sediment input into the water catchment;

· Impact of increased sedimentation and pollution on vegetation, invertebrates and ecology of the catchment; 

· Increased impact of predation of native animals by increased intrusion by dogs and cats;

· Increased opportunity and dispersion of weeds into highly vulnerable and threatened ecological communities; 

·  Increased pressure and disturbance of natural environment from improved accessibility.

The E2 Environmental Conservation and E3 Environmental Management zonings proposed by WCC for Helensburgh are generally supported as a means of minimising adverse impacts from development on the Hacking River water catchment and wildlife corridor. However, the application of these zones must be supported by the aforementioned environmental studies.

In order to reinforce and reflect the environmental attributes of the area it is suggested that an environmentally sensitive land overlay (dealing with water quality and biodiversity) be applied to the area subject to the rezoning. Consideration should also be given to the inclusion of relevant local provisions. This can help ensure that stringent water quality and biodiversity safeguards are incorporated in any new development and or the intensification of existing development through ancillary buildings. This overlay should also apply to other developed areas of Helensburgh, such as the existing rural zones. This would allow better management of sediment and land degradation from activities in the B6 Enterprise Corridor along Parkes St and Princes Highway given that the proposed changes allow the potential intensification of light industrial activity in this locality.   

The proposed rezoning of the land pool area north and south of Otford Rd to R2 is the most critical issue raised by the review. The land is question is now proposed to be rezoned R2 to allow single dwellings under the current review. This is not supported because the land in question is highly constrained by environmental factors. 
Specifically the rezoning of this land is not supported on the following grounds: 

· It is sited in close proximity to valley catchment of Gills/Kellys and Herbert Creeks;

· Development would increase erosion and sediment risk on highly erodible soils;

· Removal of vegetation for fire asset protection zones will further increase erosion susceptibility;

· The introduction of roads and hard surfaces will increase run-off intensity. Similarly perimeter roads concentrate runoff, exacerbating sedimentation impacts; 

· Development will be result in more likelihood of weeds entering bushland;

· Potential adverse cumulative impact on significant wet sclerophyll vegetation corridor; 

· Wet sclerophyll corridor and transition zones are currently vital in supporting ecological diversity, providing a key refuge for movement of wildlife, particularly during fire events. This may be jeopardised by development; 

· Residential development in such close proximity to pristine bushland is a threat to the integrity of the environment due to the increased likelihood of sediment, feral animals and weeds. 

· Any development is dependent upon water quality devices, yet there is insufficient detail and analysis to demonstrate that such facilities will be adequate, particularly having regard to the area required to accommodate such facilities, their ongoing maintenance and associated impacts; 

It is considered that increased housing is best incorporated within the township, closer to services. The proposed area is more remote and reinforces dependency on car use. 

In conclusion, land zoned 7(d) affected by the review is located in the upper reaches of the Port Hacking River. Consequently, any existing or proposed land uses within the study area are likely to have a direct impact on the Port Hacking River Catchment, the Royal National Park and the environmental quality of the Sutherland Shire. Sutherland Shire Council raises significant concern in relation to the future impacts on water quality of the Hacking River, and the integrity and impact on wildlife corridors that connect Royal National Park and northern Wollongong escarpment and water catchment areas. Additional studies (as outlined by the Helensburgh Commission of Inquiry) should be undertaken before any preliminary recommendations are made in relation to the future use of the land. As such a precautionary approach should be undertaken.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment. Please contact Mark Carlon Manager, Environmental Planning on 9710 0523 if you wish to discuss any of these issues in further detail with relevant staff.  

Yours sincerely

Mark Carlon

for J W Rayner

General Manager

